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Sermon, Proper 20B, September 19, 2021 

  
“But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy 
and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy. And a harvest of righteousness is sown 
in peace for those who make peace… 
Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.” (James 3:17-18, 4:8) 

 

 Our Gospel lesson for this morning has just a handful of verses, yet I think it 

teaches us much about God: how God approaches us, and how we can respond in 

turn. The disciples have witnessed some extraordinary events with their Teacher in 

Mark chapter 9. A few of the disciples went up a mountain with Jesus where they 

witnessed the Transfiguration. When Jesus came down the mountain again he 

healed a boy from an unclean spirit—a healing the disciples had been unable to 

accomplish on their own. Now Jesus has taken some time apart from the crowds to 

teach the disciples. He tells them that, ‘“The Son of Man is to be betrayed into 

human hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise 

again.”’ (Mark 9:31) 

 These are not words the disciples want to hear. They have not just come 

down the mountain, they have come down to earth. They do not understand what 

he is saying. More than that, what Jesus says scares them. They pass through 

Galilee to Capernaum: a walk of a few miles. Capernaum had become a home base 

for Jesus; it is where Peter’s house is, and Jesus taught in the synagogue there. 

While they are walking Jesus notices the disciples arguing among themselves. 
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Jesus asks them: “What were you arguing about on the way?”(Mark 9:33)  I was 

caught by Jesus using the phrase “on the way.” The text repeats it, telling us: “… 

[The disciples] were silent, for on the way they had argued about who was the 

greatest.” (Mark 9:34) 

 The Greek word for “way” used here can mean simply a road or path. 

Although when we are walking with Jesus, what happens on the road can be 

transformative. Think of the road to Emmaus, or the road to Damascus. However, 

this word takes on deeper meaning in the Gospel of John when Jesus makes one of 

his great “I am” statements: ‘“I am the way, and the truth, and the life.”’ (John 

14:6) Monday in Holy Week has this beautiful collect:  

“Almighty God, whose dear Son went not up to joy but 
first he suffered pain, and entered not into glory before he 
was crucified: Mercifully grant that we, walking in the way 
of the cross, may find it none other than the way of life and 
peace…” (BCP, p. 220) 
 
So certainly this “way” Jesus speaks of brings us deep peace. However it does not 

come to us as we expect. The disciples—and we—seek it someplace else, any 

place else.  

 I feel for the disciples who do not understand where Jesus is leading them, 

and what ultimately is to happen. It is human nature to cover fear with distractions, 

to try to claim strength we do not have on our own, or to try to be first so that we 

are not left for last. We argue among ourselves because we do not know how to get 
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what we need. James is wonderfully clear and psychologically astute when he says, 

“Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from? Do they not 

come from your cravings that are at war within you?” (James 4:1) I love what 

Jesus does next. It is simple, yet profound. 

 First he sits down. This is the classic teaching posture of rabbis. Yet by 

doing so, he creates a space where the disciples can also stop, take a breath, and let 

go of what troubles them. Jesus calls them over. Jesus then says, “Whoever wants 

to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35) We are now used to 

hearing such paradoxical statements from Jesus. By itself it would probably only 

serve to twist the disciples’ minds into even more of a pretzel. But Jesus chooses to 

give them a concrete example of what he is talking about. Jesus takes a little child, 

places it in their midst, and finally takes the child into his arms. Remember that 

that Jesus and the disciples have come to a house. There are bound to be children 

nearby. The text is clear that this child is still little enough to be picked up.  

There are other places in scripture where Jesus tells us we can better enter 

the Kingdom if we become like children. However, Jesus tells the disciples: 

“Whoever welcomes one such child in my name, welcomes me…” (Mark 9:37) 

Here, Jesus has done a simple thing of noticing, acknowledging, and receiving this 

tiny human being. The English translation in our text uses the word “welcome”—
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and that’s certainly a lovely word. The Greek may also be translated “receive.” 

Here are some of its meanings: 

1) to take with the hand 
1a) to take hold of, take up 
2) to take up, receive 
 2b) to receive or grant access to, a visitor, not to refuse friendship 
2b1) to receive hospitality 
2b2) to receive into one's family to bring up or educate 
2c1) to receive favorably, give ear to, embrace, make one's own, 
approve, not to reject 
2d) to take upon one's self, sustain, bear, endure 
3a) to learn 

Don’t many of these aspects of “receiving” describe the spiritual life: how we 

are to approach God and each other, and how God approaches us? 

I don’t know about you, but I would find it a relief not to have to prove 

anything to God, even to be picked up and carried sometimes. Yet being open to 

receiving God’s grace—especially when beset by fear or anxiety—seems to 

require something more fearful yet: humility. Our reading from James leaves out 

chapter 4, verses 4-6. “…Do you suppose that it is for nothing that the scripture 

says, ‘God yearns jealously for the spirit that he has made to dwell in us?’ But he 

gives all the more grace; therefore it says, ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace 

to the humble.’” (James 4:5-6) Julian of Norwich has said, "The best prayer is to 

rest in the goodness of God, knowing that that goodness can reach down to our 
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lowest depths of need." To allow ourselves to be “last of all” is actually freeing. 

We can travel light. 

On one of my walks this week I encountered a young child—he couldn’t have 

been more than five or six—out on his bike. His dad was jogging behind him, 

grabbing onto his child from time to time to make sure he didn’t get going too fast 

downhill. I was struck by the look of concentration on the child’s face, and the 

laughter on his father’s. I imagined this was the child’s first real bike. No more 

tricycles or training wheels! Maybe his dad was reliving this experience. I 

remember thinking: “What a great metaphor for how God looks out for us.” We 

and the disciples are riding along the way. Perhaps we’ve reached the point where 

we no longer need training wheels, but sometimes it is still hard to keep our 

balance. The road can be tough; we cannot predict what we will encounter. James 

tells us: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you.” (James 4:8a) Maybe he 

is even running along behind us, sharing our joy. 
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